Introduction 1
The idea that a concept of context is essential for the accurate interpretation of linguistic acts is commonplace in both lay language (just enter taken out of context in your search engine) and in sociolinguistic research (see Duranti and Goodwin, 1992) . However, what exactly counts as context and how it affects the meaning of an utterance is not quite so clear. In his novel Death at Intervals, José Saramago (2008, p. 58) suggests in his usual playful way that we all 'know' in an everyday sense what context means; yet, as he also points out, the term exists in close proximity to other everyday terms, such as background, while the precise scope of context itself is hard to define, given the depth and diversity of information it potentially comprises: Lovers of concision, laconicism and economy of language will doubtless be asking, if the idea is such a simple one, why did we need all this waffle simply to arrive, at last, at the critical point. The answer is equally simple, and we will give it using a current and very trendy term . . . and that term is context. Now everyone knows what we mean by context, but there could have been doubts had we rather dully used that dreadful archaism background, which is, moreover, not entirely faithful to the truth, given that context gives not only the background, but all the innumerable other grounds that exist between the subject observed and the line of the horizon. It would have been better to call it a framework.
It is for this reason that, when we move away from everyday usage to the development of a scientifically adequate conception, Hasan (2001, p. 1) draws on Lenin's metaphor to refer to context as 'the aching tooth', that troublesome sore spot to which the inquisitive tongue of the linguist cannot help but return again and again. And it is a topic to which Hasan herself has returned on many occasions over several decades as she has set about the task of mapping the variables of context and their relation to language within a unifying and systematic framework.
A key theoretical move in Hasan's work in this area has been her refinement of the scope of context, from its amorphous everyday usage to a linguistic conceptualization of 'relevant context ' (1995, p. 219) as 'that part of the extralinguistic situation which is illuminated by language-in-use, by the language component of the speech event, the other name for which is text'. At the same time, however, Hasan has always been mindful of the relationship between the relevant context and 'the larger canvas of human time and space' (2001, p. 13), which would seem to relate to Saramago's 'innumerable other grounds that exist between the subject observed and the line of the horizon'. With regard to this wider canvas, Hasan (2009a, p. 36) , in her call for a 'theory of integrated sociolinguistics', has been forthright in her evaluation of the limitations of existing work within systemic functional linguistics (SFL):
. . . for a theory that introduces itself as a social semiotic one, it [SFL] is woefully neglectful of specifically sociolinguistic issues; its only substantial contribution is in the field of discourse analysis where it offers a framework for the analysis of social context as well as for that of discourse. However, in both cases the emphasis is classificatory and concerned with the description of linguistic phenomena rather than sociolinguistic ones; the social enters only somewhat superficially, especially in the description of the vectors of context, making no reference to any sociological framework, and often confusing the description of a phenomenon with its production.
Related criticisms have come from outside SFL. Most relevant to Hasan's concept of context as that which is made relevant by the language-in-use is Blommaert's (2005, p. 35, emphasis in original) critique of Fairclough's use of SFL within critical discourse analysis (CDA):
The emphasis on linguistic analysis implies an emphasis on available discourse, discourse which is there. There is no way in which we can linguistically investigate discourses that are absent, even if such an analysis would tell us an enormous amount about the conditions under which discourses are being produced (by whom? when? for what purpose?) and circulated (who has access to them and who doesn't?). It also means that discourse analysis starts from the moment that there is linguistically encoded discourse, bypassing the ways in which society operates on language users and influences what they can accomplish in language long before they open their mouths, so to speak. It means that analysis stops
